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Introductions and Opening Remarks 
Framing of the meeting intent and brief recap of the 2017 fire season. 

Meredith Kurpius Environmental Protection Agency, Region 9 
Many impacts from fire, this meeting is focusing on wildfire smoke. Thank you to CARPA steering 

committee and interagency partners for putting together this meeting. 

Background 

During the 2017 fire season, 19 fires greater than 15,000 acres, total acres burned was well above 

average, and it was the most deadliest wildfire season recorded. 

 

Large wildfires were 

located throughout 

the state, with the 

exception of the far 

south near the 

international 

boarder.  

Mostly fires 

occurred between 

July to September.  

These fires 

compounded 

existing air quality 

issues. Highest 

pollution production 

occurred during the 

initial days of the 

incident.  
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Meeting Objectives 

• After Action Review – what worked, what didn’t 

• Clarify 2018 priorities 

• Re-energize CARPA : Has 1 or 2 a quarter meetings, subcommittees organized by topics areas 

Setting the Stage: Experiences and Lessons Learned 
Two lessons learned presentations from air district perspective during the 2017 fire season. 

BAAQMD Experience with the October 2017 North County Wildfires 

Eric Stevenson, Bay Area Air Quality Management District  

Background 

The North County incidents were a learning situation for BAAQMD due to novelty of the situation.  It is 

unusual to have a major wildfire event near a large population source. The fires started early Sunday, 

October 8th the largest ones in Napa in Sonoma county. Conditions were similar to Santa Ana situations 

common in Southern California.  Fires were stoked by big winds (in excess of 70mph) accompanied with 

low humidity, strong pressure differentials.  Due to fire speed 44 deaths.     

Usually smoke forecast is for fires outside their region.  Not a lot of experience with close-by fires.  Team 

of dedicated meteorologists, created smoke impact forecasts.  

Challenges 

Narrow smoke plumes, made forecasting difficult since impacts varied spatially. Some areas had heavy 

impacts and a few miles away had none. This lead to public confusion Conditions changed quickly.  

Difficult to message without appropriate visual tools. Difficult to manage staff time with answering 

questions and creating products. 

Tools Utilized 

• GOES-16 imagery, created into gifs(short videos)  

• HRRR- Smoke Model – great image but does not allow for changing assumption once it is ran. 

• Created general plume maps to post on agency webpage.  Public seemed to like the simpler 

images than complex images.  These were shared with various groups from newspapers to 

public health agencies.   

Air Monitoring Resources 

ARB EBAMs were brought in and deployed very quickly.  Was a very simple process for BAAQMD. 

Monitoring began on Oct 11th, only two days to get up and running.  Movement of EBAMs as conditions 

changed could have been useful.  Not able to effectively use public’s monitoring data (purple air 

monitor, etc).  

Monitoring Results 

• Worst PM2.5 concentrations ever recorded in BA.  Concentrations above 400 um/g even after 

QA/QC. Temporary monitoring made forecasting easier. 

• Top 10 PM2.5 days since 1999, multiple days from Oct 2017 fires. 

• Napa 10 had exceedances, many other multiday exceedances throughout bay area.   
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Messaging  

Didn’t expect some of the challenges faced for example: Major sport events looking for direction from 

BAAQMD staff.  Highly variable plumes increased the difficulty in giving guidance.  Ran into issues with 

24 AQI vs hourly impacts. People wants clear answers, don’t like technicalities/bureaucratic answers. 

What actions to tell people to take?  

Actions Taken 

A total of 40,000 N95 masks were brought it from outside areas and daily internal BAAQMD briefings 

were conducted to keep efforts within the district consistent. Worked on building better relationships 

with various agencies who are stakeholders. 

Sidebar: Dave Conway – we are one of the only AQMD/APCD attached to health department, facilitates 

coordination. Can have conflict between AQ and Health. 

Special Thanks 

Matt Lakin – EPA Region 9 Interim Health Director 
Thank you to the group, northern California wildfire event hit home the importance of the daily work 

conducted in the field of air quality.  

Thomas Fire and Air Quality 

Presentation given by Liz Hoffman – Public Information Officer Santa Barbara County APCD  
Thank you for letting us share our experience.  Not our typical wildfire smoke pattern, usually smoke is 

blown out of the area and limited ground level concentrations.  Thomas Fire had long-term smoke 

impacts.  Usually have good AQI, some moderate conditions, monitors reported unhealthy conditions on 

December 5th-17th.  Hazardous levels of PM2.5 were sustained for several hours, the district had never 

previously seen these conditions.   

Advisory Process 

Multiple approaches were taken to getting advisories out such as Nextdoor, Twitter, NWS partners, 

smoke blog, agency’s Today’s AQ page, and ARA forecasts.  The district created several new webpages 

to respond and new products such as forecast maps were produced. Materials were available in 

Spanish.  Usually only translate advisories, many other products were available in Spanish for the 

incident.  

Outcomes 

Webpage Peak traffic 200 fold! 200 to over 40,000 per day.  Twitter was #3 source, Nextdoor #12, news 

websites, San Barbara County webpage.  Today’s Air Quality webpage most popular, smoke and health, 

ash clean-up, as well as historical data webpages were popular. Half of the webpage views on mobile 

devices. Lots of positive reviews and questions on Twitter.   

Mike Broughton – Big thanks!  Created daily forecast in ARA role, SBCAPCD staff used his forecasts to 

create their forecast maps.  Very hopeful to have this resource available.  

Interagency partnership, tri-county advisories were issued. Daily community meetings, staff from APCD 

to answer public’s questions.  Lots of questions from schools and parents.  
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Common questions the district staff fielded: 

• Indoor air quality? 

• Wear N95 masks? 

• Leave area? 

• Short vs. long term health effects? 

• Unprecedented conditions? 

Other Observations 

• The fire was a good opportunity to share information about PM2.5.  Why it’s a concern. 

• People anxious about ash clean-up. When can I clean? How to clean heaters? How long is ash a 

concern? Use of leaf blowers?  

• Created visual graphics to share critical information with the public. 

Lessons Learn 

Designed roles, format for sharing information internally, ensure extra capacity for translation of 

materials, make sure webpages can handle increased traffic, questions about public monitoring data 

(Purple Air, etc). 

Common talking points between various involved agencies.  Hourly vs. 24 hour AQI. Request ARAs as 

soon as possible.  Have existing contacts for installing EBAMs in various locations. Press releases prior to 

incidents to explain AQI and N95 masks, HEPA filters. Public happily surprised by quick response, and 

appreciated returned calls.  

Morning Session Question and Answer  

Open to all participants 
1. How many AQMD & APCD staff were able to be devoted to responding the incident?  BAAQMD 

Response: Forecasting 1 meteorologist, 1 for coordination of monitoring, 5-6 PIOs for 

dispersions info.   SBCAPCD: handful of staff from outreach, monitoring, director tag-teamed 

non-stop for 2-3 weeks. 

a. These sort of impacts have happened in other rural districts for several weeks longer 

without the same staffing capacity.  

2. Were you able to use any public personal monitors? What was the barrier? BAAQMD: Didn’t 

have time during the incident to address public data or trouble shoot monitoring differences.  

Not sure about being able to determine impacts in real-time.  Purple Air performed well overall 

in post incident review. Region 9 EPA: was good for making relative decisions such as when to 

send staff home, general evaluation if air good/bad.  SCAQMD:  want to co-locate Purple Air and 

EBAMs to see differences and locate areas that may need monitoring. Determining how to move 

forward with using these resources.  SBCAPCD: We have been experimenting with co-locating, 

can be 150 mg/m3 off of BAM1020 readings.   

3. What kind of message is going out about ash debris? What is included in ash?  CARPA: observed 

public cleaning ash with no PPE unlike professional cleaning staff. SBCAPCD: Emphasized 

advoiding skin contact, no one with pre-existing conditions (heart/lung) should do clean-up.  

Working on creating general guidelines (destroyed houses vs. general public clean-up). 

4. How to deal with hourly vs. 24 hour AQI? 



2017 Fire Season Recap 

California Air Response Planning Alliance (CARPA)  
 

Sharing Other Lessons Learned 
Open discussion between all participants in-room and over the phone. 

Monitoring 

• New stakeholders to engaged, scaling up existing response and preparedness. 

• Thought fire season was over and started the winter storage process, learned that some 

monitoring resources needed to be available year-round.  

• Once monitoring occurs, it can become political and difficult to concluding monitoring.  May get 

requests to monitor even after the  

Communication  

• Preparedness response protocol available on CARPA webpage, could be brought up before an 

incident occurs. 

• Communication is frequently identified as an area for improvement.  Keep this in mind from the 

beginning of an incident. 

• Often times multiple JICs are activated all need to have the same message. 

Planning 

• Spring and Fall fire outlook circulation.  Will allow everyone to know what to anticipate. 

• Mental health impacts from long duration incidents, people stuck inside. 

• Identify needs for establishing clean-rooms at schools 

Logistical Issues 

• Fire can cut-off access.  Have plans for how to move monitoring out when roads blocked, etc. 

• How to do messaging when cell/internet service is compromised? Thinking about ‘old school’ 

solutions such as radio station broadcast. 

Post fire 

• Use information from previous incidents.  This could prevent superfluous monitoring that is 

publically driven. 

Worker Safety 

• What are action levels, AQI vs. OASHA PIL levels.  How to help vulnerable workers, those who 

work outside and will not be paid. 

Eric’s point, in rural areas, local incident involves, aRA not required, smoke impacts still occurring. Long 

distance smoke impacts and how that ties in with other fire activities like RX burning. 

CARPA Survey Results 
A quick 10 question survey was sent out to meeting participants to identify issues and concerns. 

Andrea Nick USDA Forest Service, Pacific Southwest Region 
Question 1:  What is your role?  Executive level down, PIO, monitoring specialists, modeling and 

forecasting specialist, air quality specialists and ARAs. 

Question 2: How prepared to you feel?  Average was 6, which showed that work is needed. 

Question 3: How much is the unified concerned as important?  The participants felt it is very important. 
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Question 4: Perception of the importance of fire smoke issues? Most common as a 6 average, but all 

over the board. 

Question 5: Perception of barriers?  Lack of resources to conduct the necessary pre-season training, 

drills and exercised regarding messaging under the unified command system.  Many messages, few 

mechanisms to coordinate. 

Questions 6: Which any of the below topic areas would you like to see further guidelines produced for 

addressing wildland fire smoke? Mitigation efforts (masks, air filters, etc), ARAs incorporated into 

prescribed fires, safety guidelines for sheltering in place, revision of public/industry standards, resources 

available to tribes, communication (where/how to share info.). 

Question 7: If you are attending the January 10th After Action Review Meeting, please rank the 

following topics of discussion. A rank of 1 would mean that item is the most important topic for 

discussion for you 

Question 8: Compared to other air quality concerns/issues your agency handles, what level of concern is 

wildland fire smoke? Many selected 5 or 7 but one as low as 2. 

Question 9: What training opportunities/resources are needed to better address smoke issues? More 

working groups, ARAs (including CARB/air district staff). More modeling and training, equipment, 

working within ICS system, long-term smoke management solutions. Guidelines on how do we protect 

workers. 

Question 10: Additional Comments? Folks expressed interest in seeing uniform guidelines for monitoring 

between all agencies, increased coordination with FEMA and CAL OES. Currently no reimbursement to 

agencies. Some folks are new to CARPA and interested. 
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Afternoon Notes 

What’s Working, What Do We Need to Do 
Discuss Smoke Needs Identified During 2017 Wildfire “Season” and Items to Work on in Preparation for 

2018 Wildfire “Season” – what’s being done, what’s being done well, what we hope to see in the future 

for 6 topics, 20 minutes discussion each.   

Monitoring and Modeling for Forecasting  
- Graphical simple “models” for public communication 

- Gap between when ARA is assigned – fill that gap with rotating role 

- Lag on AQI: visually perfectly clear, Air Now was red. Being able to use singular hourly data 

points during wildfires.  

- More training on models and how they are used and communicated 

- Standardized ways to discuss hourly 

- How to use ARA tools (Airfire) 

- How to use low cost sensors 

- Graphical version by Santa Barbara useful  

- Monitors without power (ARB has two new solar powered on trailers) – also back up systems if 

web goes down in local district. Air Fire can be useful if systems go down (air now, airsis satellite 

modem, most EPA) 

- SB updates AQI every hour, but then you have to really keep up with it. 

- Use AirFire tools 

- ARB deployed monitors was on a different website than the normal BAAQMD monitors – need a 

way to have them all displayed in one place (preferably on the district site).  

- Getting purple air on airfire site or otherwise integrated (some potential issues there – 

preferential treatment etc).  

- Share the process for getting district monitors on the airfire site 

- Special purpose monitoring after fire: move to last section.  

- Are there changes we need to make to how ARA tools interact with district? 

Health Messaging, including re Rx fire 
- Some air districts are doing more messaging around Rx burned – important 

- People really trying to get health messaging during wildfires; very important to coordinate in 

advance with health department (pre-written health advisory and processes). 

- In North Coast focus on showing difference in amount of smoke from Rx fire vs wildfire 

- How can we not duplicate efforts when getting requests from multiple people/groups 

- Difficulty getting messaging out for RXfires quickly – need to get out sooner. 

- Apps like nextdoor can be very effective – figure out what people are using with each season. 

But don’t forget the “old” tools. Especially find your local area’s 24 hr emergency radio station.  

- Also good ideas from SB analyzing metrics to see where site visits are coming from 

- What is the message? Are there guidelines on when you recommend masks, cancelling events, 

closing schools etc.  

- Need toolkit of one pagers readily accessible (Ann: on the blog) 

- Need to always talk about healthy individuals vs sensitive BUT remember some sensitive people 

won’t identify as “sensitive” 
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- Focus on probabilistic rather than deterministic for offering guidance on events.  

Coordination with schools, senior centers, etc. 
- Placer: helped superintendent of schools get message to each school. Need to know about air 

quality controls at each school to decide – ie if the school could recirculate air but not at home, 

kids are better at school. 

- State of CA Office of Education was distributing information on their website 

- PTSD issues with kids and adults are becoming part of messaging around Rx.  

- Little leagues etc have set their standard to decide.  

- Schools seeking grants to create cleanroom in Lake County, also working with schools to develop 

guidance on when to close etc.  

- Hospitals, doctors offices, pharmacies etc. Where to go to get mask etc  

- Masks to migrant workers 

- Repository for data on schools guidance 

- Public Health Officers role: in placer, would hold coordinated calls; health officers are also 

talking about this issue this week (wildfire smoke). Look at pulling a health officer into this group 

as liaison. Coordinated messages from air and health support need for health messages to come 

from health officers (ie when to use respirators) 

- Need good understanding of Incident Command structure – how to work within ICS to work with 

schools.  

- In Sonoma, CalOES pulled together school taskforce to decide when to open and close schools, 

deal with monitoring etc. is it safe to reenter.  

- Guidance document for EOC and ICS on air quality.  

- Placer has pre fire season meeting with county departments and OES. Get on that agenda!  

- need process in place for engaging health officers 

- give schools ability to make the call – we provide information, the schools have the flexibility to 

make the call. 

 

Smoke Mitigation and IAQ Communication  
- Ca smoke blog has tab with downloadable documents such as how to fit an N95 mask, 

information in Spanish, not complete, but public 

- Rx fire as deterrent to larger wildfires 

- (not related to topic: 1300 call provides information on where smoke when smoke, weather) 

- (electronic communications: drop down tool to select language) 

- Work with schools on getting filtration 

- New CA codes require air circulation – new issue to deal with, can’t shut them off.  

- Messaging about Rx real important, including visualization plus different quality of smoke – 

different components and advance warning to take action 

- Little Hoover (?) commission coming out with recommendations on forest health. Draft included 

emphasis on increased use of technology including monitoring, modeling, pushing information 

out to air districts and decision makers etc.  
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Roles and Coordination when there is no assigned ARA 
- ARA role: take what’s going on within incident, fire behavior, air monitoring data, standardized 

monitoring and modeling tools: specialize in that whole package to create a one pager and 

interpretation of air quality impacts: where is it coming from, what’s it doing today and 

tomorrow. Does ARA role change how burn will occur? Could/can.  

- Need to shift view of calFIRE since they don’t often use. USFS puts ARAs out typically.  

- Lake County attends IMT daily morning briefing meeting to get information ARA would have 

gotten.  

- Air Districts with federal forest can ask for unified command and then request an ARA 

- Eric needs contact at CalFire to request (Alan Abbs will work with Eric) 

- Air Districts can ask for an ARA through Pete Lahm.  

- Present to CalFire on what an ARA is – patience on state incidence still need to educate on what 

ARA provides.  

- 2018 figure out roles for when an ARA is not available, rotating, in kind resources etc. Training 

on ARA tools – underlying go to structure and information if you don’t have an ARA. (“ARA-lite” 

program could also be useful for Rx fires).  Work with ARB (is there someone from ARB who 

could support)? 

- If a tribe has its program, can it request an ARA?  Work through the IMT, Yurok requests ARA 

- Issue of who pays for the ARA, job is a 12-16 hour per day job, the timing is a big part of the 

messaging 

- One ARA was covering a bunch of different fires 

- CAPCOA monitoring conference in March- we should identify ARA role and summarize this 

CARPA meeting 

Post-Fire Cleanup Guidance 
- What materials need to be developed?  What about when it is in an  

- Karen- health components in ash and what those chemicals are, we haven’t decided on a unified 

message around ash.  We haven’t come to a collective decision about how to treat ash.  Did any 

groups do ash sapling this time? Is it naturally occurring or fire related? Opportune time to start 

answering those questions.  

- EPA did sampling on ash – can get data from EPA talk to Lauren. 

- CalRecycle has extensive cleanup guide. For heavy metals do samples within ash and then some 

outside fire area for background.  

- If asbestos have to follow NESHAP procedure – more costly and time consuming 

- CalRecycle contractors come up with cleanup plan – would be good to have best practice plans 

districts could build off of.  

- Angora plan is state standard for coordinated debris projects – used all over 

- CalOES website under recovery tab have air monitoring plans, soil sampling, cleanup goals, etc.  

- There was a study on what’s in ash debris – whatever in structure burned.  

- Some groups do community air monitoring including at schools but not always coordinated. In 

Bay Area this time it was coordinated through JIC.  

- How do we translate study data into communication for public?  
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Training Needs 

learn how to coordinate with IMTs and health departments 

ARA tools 

Modeling tools 

Using simple graphical representations of models to communicate with public 

How to order an ARA 
 

Prioritizing Needs 
Rx Messaging 

Mitigation – Filtration (Dave Conway, Doug Gearhardt) 

Monitoring and Modeling 

Standardizing language and graphs 

Hourly information for messaging 

Getting airfire into district sites 

Roles and Coordination no ARA 

process or rotating roles when no ARA 

training on ARA tools/ARA-lite 

Educate calFIRE on ARAs 

learn how to coordinate with IMTs and health departments 

Health Messaging 

Standard and newer communication methods (radio, apps, etc) 

Compiling clearinghouse of tools 

Coordination with schools and senior centers 

model guidance for schools/clearinghouse 

guidance/education/training for ICS and Health Officials 

Joint calls - materials for (????) 

Post-Fire Cleanup 

Ash communication tools  

Workshop on ash 

Clearinghouse on ash - figure out what we have don't have and need - create generic version 

what do we monitor for ash, exposure levels 
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Next steps 
steering committee to develop list of potential topics, survey in next week or two. Then broader group 

can bring information back to management and make plan for next few months 

CARPA theme song 

You can get it if you really want – Jimmy Cliff (?) 

 

 

 

 

 


